6           ,                IMMORTAL WINGS

They were not luxury liners for passengers, and most of
them would have instantly have been turned down as
unairworthy for such a task.

But consider this !

In eight days, two old aeroplanes evacuated seven
hundred and sixty-nine women and children, and a few
injured men, from New Guinea to the Australian mainland.
One machine carried an average of thirty passengers on
each trip. On one flight, that aircraft took fifty-three
people. One of the pilots who helped had retired some
years before, on medical orders.

These flights were made during and after heavy Japanese
air raids, and on more than one occasion, aeroplanes which
left Port Moresby on return trips had to take off at the
climax of an enemy raid.

It is of one of the pilots who helped to carry out this
feat of almost unexampled courage and endurance that
I want to tell you.

Salute L. J. Stephens, Wau gold man, heart patient,
airman of the Old School!

Stephens was in Wau when the first Mitsubishi bombers
passed droning overhead. Instantly, the place jumped
into a state of emergency. The news spread that official
warning had been received that Japanese occupying .forces
, were on the way, and that evacuation to Port Moresby
was advisable.

Useful official word !    It might be advisable, but how ?

Stephens had given up active flying some time earlier.
He was not a young man, and at 6,000 feet his heart gave
out on him, and he fainted with pain. A man so handi-
capped, of course, could not fly. But they say he used
to make excuses to go aboard the ancient gold-bus
aeroplanes, talk to the pilots, and taste again the poignant
memories of the air. Once or twice, he said to his friends,